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DISCOVERIES AT ST. SOPHIA
NEW LIGHT ON PRE-CHRISTIAN 
BYZANTIUM
From Our Istanbul Correspondent
One of the boldest steps taken by the 
late Atatürk in modernizing Turkey was 
undoubtedly the conversion in 1935 of 
St. Sophia into a museum of Romano- 
Byzanline-Christian and Ottoman-Muslim 
art. From the conquest of Constantinople 
by the Turks in 1453 until 1935 St. Sophia 
was a mosque symbolizing the victory of 
the Crescent over the Cross, and it 
required a great deal of courage on the 
part of a Turk to obliterate this reminder 
of war and conquest and replace it by an 
institution dedicated to peaceful research 
and the conservation of artistic and 
archaeological treasures.
The principal attraction of the museum 
is, of course, the building itself, a master­
piece of Byzantine architecture with the 
widest dome in the world. St. Sophia, as 
it now stands, was built by the Emperor 
Justinian I ; its construction, begun in 
a .d . 532, was completed in 537, according 
to one version, but more probably in 
a .d . 552. It had been constructed on 
the site previously occupied by the 
earlier churches built respectively by 
Constantius, son of Constantine the Great, 
and Theodosius II, which were destroyed 
by fire. The superstructures and domes 
of these earlier churches were wooden. 
Adjoining St. Sophia there was an earlier 
and larger church built by Constantine the 
Great, the Great Church of Christ, which 
was also destroyed by fire and never re­
built, popularly known also as St. Sophia. 
Hence the confusion about the exact loca­
tion of the earlier St. Sophias.
The walls of St. Sophia were adorned 
with mosaics of great beauty, ranging from 
the sixth to the fourteenth centuries, which 
remained uncovered until about 100 years 
ago, when they were covered with plaster 
in the reign of Sultan Abdul-Mejid. The 
; uncovering which is now taking place is 
1 an important artistic and historical event, 
the hero of which is the late Thomas 
Whittemore, who devoted the last 20 years 
of his life to this immense task.
WHITTEMORE’S ENERGY
Acting under the auspices of the Byzan­
tine Institute of America (Boston), Whitte­
more came for the first time to Turkey in 
1931, when St. Sophia was still a mosque, 
and succeeded in obtaining permission for 
the uncovering, cleaning, and conserving 
of the mosaics, the granting of which 
may be considered as the forerunner 
of the decision, taken four years later, 
to convert the mosque into a museum. 
He immediately began his work, which 
was to continue until now with an 
interruption during the war years. The 
uncovering of the mosaics soon became 
one of the main attractions of Istanbul, 
and no visitor to this city left it before 
visiting St. Sophia and seeing them under 
the benevolent guidance of Whittemore 
himself, a man of untiring energy, enthusi­
asm, and kindness. The news of his 
sudden death in Washington last autumn 
came as a great shock to the innumerable 
friends he had made in Turkey and else­
where. Fortunately, the Byzantine Insti­
tute decided to continue the work begun 
by Whittemore and appointed Mr. Paul 
Underwood to succeed him.
The work has, so far, been carried 
out in the south-western vestibule, the 
narthex, the apse, and the southern gal­
lery. The principal uncovered mosaics are 
those representing the Emperors Con­
stantine the Great and Justinian respec­
tively presenting to the Virgin the plan 
of the city of Constantinople and the 
model of St. Sophia (south-western vesti­
bule); the Virgin with Child (apse); the 
Emperor John Comnene and his consort 
Irene of Hungary, on either side of the 
Virgin (south gallery); and the Emperor 
Constantine IX Monomachos and the 
Empress Zoe, on either side of Jesus Christ 
(south gallery).
EMPRESS ZOE
This last mosaic has a story of its own. 
Empress Zoe was the daughter and heir 
of Emperor Basil Bulgarochtone and had 
married four times, her successive hus­
bands—Romanos III Argyros. Michael IV 
the Paphlagonian, Michael V, and Con­
stantine IX Monomachos—becoming co­
rulers with her. According to a piece of 
Byzantine gossip, believed by many 
scholars, Empress Zoe was in the 
habit, after each marriage, of having the 
head of the mosaic representing her hus­
band altered to resemble her latest choice. 
The mosaic as it stands now represents 
the fourth and last husband, Constantine 
IX Monomachos, who was lucky enough 
to outlive his wife.
Quite recently other mosaics have been 
found in the north wall, representing St. 
Ignatius, Patriarch of Antioch, St. John 
Chrysostom, and St. Ignatius, Patriarch 
of Constantinople, contemporary of 
Photius. Preparations are being made to 
reach the upper part of the north wall, 
where, it is believed, figures of prophets 
and angels still remain.
While continuing his work in St. Sophia, 
Whittemore also began work in the Kahrie 
Mosque (Church of .Our Saviour in the
Field, commonly known as the Monastery 
of Hora) and the Fethie Mosque (Theo­
tokos Pammakaristos) for the cleaning of 
the mosaics of great beauty and exquisite 
workmanship which already existed there 
in an uncovered state. Those of Kahrie 
Mosque are of the fourteenth century 
and were made on the initiative of 
Theodore Metochites, Prime Minister of 
the Emperor Andronic Paleologue, who 
had retired to that monastery after his 
dismissal from power. The famous 
mosaics of Fethie Mosque, believed to be 
among the best Byzantine work, have 
been already partly uncovered and will 
be cleaned next year.
The Ottoman-Muslim period is repre­
sented in St. Sophia by the four minarets 
(the first was erected in the reign 
of Sultan Mehmed II immediately after 
the conquest of Constantinople, the second 
by his grandson Sultan Selim the Grim, 
and the last two by Sultan Murat III); 
the Minber (pulpit) inside St. Sophia; 
and the eight huge disks (levha) bearing 
hand-written inscriptions in gold of the 
names of Allah, Mahomet, Omar, Abou- 
Bekr, Osman, Ali, Hasan, and Huseyin 
which are suspended all around the basis 
of the cupola. These disks are master­
pieces of handwriting in the Arabic script, 
being the work of a famous calligrapher 
of the middle of the nineteenth century. 
Their production had cost 85,000 Turkish 
pounds gold, which at the present rate of 
exchange would be equivalent to about 
£400,000.
RECENT EXCAVATIONS
These valuable relics of the Christian 
and Muslim periods are almost rivalled 
by the highly interesting discoveries made 
outside St. Sophia after recent excavations 
carried out by the active curator of the 
museum, Mr. Muzaffer Ramazanoglu, 
which throw new light bn the history of 
pre-Christian Byzantium. Mr. Rama­
zanoglu has been excavating the area 
lying between St. Sophia and St. 
Irene, making borings in the very founda­
tions of these two churches, and has suc­
ceeded in finding vestiges of earlier temples 
of pre-Christian Byzantium and even of 
the pre-Byzantine period.
The results of these excavations, besides 
confirming that three early Byzantine 
temples were situated in the area, definitely 
fixed their site. Those temples were: the 
temple of Aphrodite, built on the site now 
occupied by St. Irene; the temple of 
Artemis, occupying part of the site on 
which the present St. Sophia has been 
built; and the temple of Apoilo, situated 
between the first two temples, later used 
by Constantine the Great for the construc­
tion of the Great Church of Christ. The 
mosaic floors and old foundations dis­
covered by Mr. Ramazanoglu seem to 
leave no room for doubt as to the existence 
and precise location of these temples. The 
dates of erection range from the fifth to 
the third centuries B.c.
PHRYGIAN SETTLERS
But these discoveries are only part of 
Mr. Ramazanoglu's theory. According 
to him, the site occupied by Byzantium 
was inhabited long before the middle of 
the seventh century b .c ., when colonists 
came from Megara under Byzas to settle 
on it. These earlier inhabitants, accord­
ing to Mr. Ramazanogiu, were Phrygians 
originating in Macedonia and Thrace, 
who reached the shores of the Propontis 
about the fourteenth or fifteenth century 
b .c ., stayed there for nearly two centuries 
and finally crossed into Asia Minor where, 
towards the end of the thirteenth century 
b .c .,  they attacked and destroyed the 
Hittite Empire and founded the Kingdom 
of Phrygia on its ruins.
In support of his theory Mr. Ramazan­
oglu relies on his having found, when 
digging about five feet below the founda­
tions of St. Irene, earlier foundations, 
ruins of walls and pieces of broken 
pottery similar to those of the Phrygian 
post-Hittite period discovered in 1939 
at Bogazkoy in Anatolia. These walls 
were constructed of limestone of small 
size held together with plain mud and the 
pieces of pottery are of dark and light 
grey colour typical of Phrygian crafts­
manship.
It appears also that ruins Of a Phrygian 
temple dedicated to Sesimitris have been 
unearthed in the Golden Horn of Istanbul, 
thus confirming the presence of Phrygians 
in the area which later on was to become 
Byzantium.
These discoveries are perhaps still too 
vague to permit a full reconstruction of 
the early history of the site occupied suc­
cessively by Byzantium, Constantinople, 
and Istanbul, and unfortunately the finan­
cial and technical means at Mr. Ramazan­
oglu's disposal are too scanty to allow 
immediate excavations on a larger scale. 
But in any case these first indications show 
the possibility of further discoveries which 
may revolutionize current theories on the 
early history of this famous site.
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